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Reviewed by Kate Cantrell 
 
 
 
In the nineteenth century, when female travel stories were still read as excursions rather than 
expeditions, it was common for women travellers to preface their writing with an apology or 
admission of guilt—a type of disclaimer that excused the author for engaging in such inappropriate 
activity. Susan Gilman’s Undress Me in the Temple of Heaven offers no such thing. Instead Gilman 
begins her memoir with a confession about its lack of spin. “This is a true story,” she writes, 
“recounted as accurate as possible and corroborated by notes I took at the time and by others who 
were present”. 
 
Undress Me is the travel account of Gilman and her friend Clare Van Houten; two classmates, 
essentially strangers, who decide at 4am on one idle morning to backpack around the world together. 
Drunk and directionless, the self-described “typical twenty-one-year-olds” make their decision, 
impulsively, at the International House of Pancakes, just fifteen days before graduating from Brown. 
“Staring at the hotcakes and waffles, we’d had a jolt of inspiration. Why not eat pancakes of many 
nations in many nations?” (10). “Like most ideas”, Gilman confesses, “ours had begun stupidly” (9).  
 
This light wit and soft lyricism that underpins the opening chapters has all but dissolved by the final 
pages. After spells of turbulence, both textual and literal, the pair touch down in Kai Tak Airport in the 
middle of 1986, a time when “Communist China had been open to independent backpackers for 
about all of ten minutes” (2). Determined to be travellers rather than tourists, but clueless to any real 
distinctions, the pair find themselves strangers in a strange land, unsure about China’s dusty, alien 
streets and unsettled by their strange encounters with locals. “We didn’t know one soul in the entire 
hemisphere. We’d landed in Asia without a single name on a napkin. No friend-of-a-friend’s cousin 
teaching English. No army buddy of her father’s. No Brown alumnus to call in case of an emergency” 
(13).  
 
As if on cue, the narrative takes an unexpected turn when Claire starts acting “strangely”. Suddenly, 
both women find themselves in an abstracted cul de sac from which there is no real chance of 
escape. On route from Beijing to Hong Kong, Claire becomes increasingly ill and paranoid. She 
suffers hallucinatory fevers which result in a seemingly unexplainable breakdown; one in which she 
is convinced the CIA, FBI and even the Mossad are tracking her travels. Unable to speak the 
language, and unsure what to do next, the pair’s plans for a grand, giddy expedition quickly derail. In 
the end, we are left with a cataclysmic collision of naive idealism and unwavering reality. Cutting their 
trip short and flying home, Clare’s boyfriend finally calls Gilman for answers. “No one wants to hear 
the truth,” he says. “But if anyone’s ever going to really help Clare, someone needs to know” (291). 
Here, readers are privy to a delicate moment, as Gilman describes Clare’s “secret forays to do 
business in Beijing, her fear of other tourists, her bizarre attempt to give away her broken camera, 
her lying down like a corpse in the middle of the rice paddy”, and then, “the final, horrible, 
pronounced denouement” (291).  
 
Unlike many contemporary female travel writers, Gilman insists she does not embellish her story. 
She rarely flinches in her telling. Instead, she presents a portrait of two young, brilliant women, in all 
their “nakedness, fallibility and confusion” (291). For this reason, Undress Me should not be 
dismissed as another cheesy travel account of “finding yourself” or “going your own way”. This is a 
story about internalising borders rather than crossing them. Indeed the possibility arises that one 
may not have to leave home in order to travel. 
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